Association between alcohol and cardiovascular disease : mendelian randomisation analysis based on individual participant data by Holmes, Michael V. et al.
Association between alcohol and cardiovascular
disease: Mendelian randomisation analysis based on
individual participant data
OPEN ACCESS
Michael V Holmes assistant professor (joint first author) 1 2 3, Caroline E Dale research fellow (joint
first author) 4, Luisa Zuccolo population health scientist fellow 5, Richard J Silverwood lecturer in
medical statistics 4 6, Yiran Guo research associate 7 8, Zheng Ye investigator scientist 9, David
Prieto-Merino lecturer in medical statistics 4, Abbas Dehghan assistant professor 10, Stella Trompet
senior researcher 11, Andrew Wong senior study manager 12, Alana Cavadino statistician 13, Dagmar
Drogan scientist 14, Sandosh Padmanabhan reader 15, Shanshan Li postdoctoral research fellow 16,
Ajay Yesupriya health scientist 17, Maarten Leusink doctoral candidate 18, Johan Sundstrom senior
epidemiologist 19, Jaroslav A Hubacek senior scientist 20, Hynek Pikhart senior lecturer 21, Daniel I
Swerdlow clinician scientist 1, Andrie G Panayiotou lecturer in public health 22, Svetlana A Borinskaya
leading researcher 23, Chris Finan bioinformatician 1, Sonia Shah postdoctoral research fellow 24,
Karoline B Kuchenbaecker research associate in genetic epidemiology 25, Tina Shah postdoctoral
research fellow 1, Jorgen Engmann data manager 1, Lasse Folkersen postdoctoral research fellow 26,
Per Eriksson professor of cardiovascular medicine26, Fulvio Ricceri epidemiologist, research fellow28,
Olle Melander professor27, Carlotta Sacerdotemedical epidemiologist28, Dale MGamble researcher29,
Sruti Rayaprolu researcher30, Owen A Ross associate professor30, Stela McLachlan data manager31,
Olga Vikhireva research associate 21, Ivonne Sluijs assistant professor 32, Robert A Scott senior
investigator scientist 9, Vera Adamkova head of department 33, Leon Flicker professor of geriatric
medicine 34, Frank M van Bockxmeer director of cardiovascular genetics laboratory 35, Christine
Power professor of epidemiology and public health 13, Pedro Marques-Vidal associate professor of
internal medicine 36, Tom Meade emeritus professor of epidemiology 4, Michael G Marmot director
of UCL institute of Health Equity 37, Jose M Ferro professor of neurology 38 39, Sofia Paulos-Pinheiro
masters student 40 41, Steve E Humphries professor of cardiovascular genetics at UCL 42, Philippa J
Talmud professor of cardiovascular genetics 42, Irene Mateo Leach postdoctoral research fellow 43,
Niek Verweij doctoral candidate 43, Allan Linneberg professor 44, Tea Skaaby doctoral candidate 44,
Pieter A Doevendans chief cardiologist 45, Maarten J Cramer consultant cardiologist 45, Pim van der
Harst cardiologist 43 46 47, Olaf H Klungel associate professor of pharmacoepidemiologic methods 18,
Nicole F Dowling epidemiologist 17, Anna F Dominiczak regius professor of medicine 15, Meena
Kumari professor of biological and social epidemiology 1, Andrew N Nicolaides emeritus professor
of vascular surgery, professor emeritus484950, Cornelia Weikert scientist, group head14, Heiner Boeing
professor and head of department14, Shah Ebrahim professor of public health4, Tom RGaunt senior
lecturer in bioinformatics and molecular genetics 5, Jackie F Price clinical reader in epidemiology 31,
Lars Lannfelt professor 51, Anne Peasey teaching fellow in social epidemiology 21, Ruzena Kubinova
head of centre 52, Andrzej Pajak professor and head of department 53, Sofia Malyutina professor and
head of laboratory 54 55, Mikhail I Voevoda professor and director 54 56, Abdonas Tamosiunas senior
No commercial reuse: See rights and reprints http://www.bmj.com/permissions Subscribe: http://www.bmj.com/subscribe






arch 2020 by guest. Protected by copyright.
http://www.bmj.com/
BM
J: first published as 10.1136/bmj.g4164 on 10 July 2014. Downloaded from 
researcher 57, Anke H Maitland-van der Zee associate professor 18, Paul E Norman winthrop
professor58, Graeme J Hankeywinthrop professor of neurology5960, Manuela M Bergmann scientist14,
Albert Hofman professor of epidemiology 10, Oscar H Franco professor of preventative medicine 10,
Jackie Cooper senior research fellow 61, Jutta Palmen senior research fellow 42, Wilko Spiering
vascular medicine internist 62, Pim A de Jong radiologist 63, Diana Kuh professor of life course
epidemiology and MRC unit director 12, Rebecca Hardy professor of epidemiology and medical
statistics and MRC programme leader 12, Andre G Uitterlinden professor of complex genetics 10, M
Arfan Ikram associate professor of neuroepidemiology 10, Ian Ford professor of biostatistics 64, Elina
Hyppönen professor of nutritional and genetic epidemiology 13 65 66, Osvaldo P Almeida director of
research, professor and Winthrop chair of geriatric psychiatry 34 67 68, Nicholas J Wareham professor
and director of the MRC epidemiology unit 9, Kay-Tee Khaw professor of clinical gerontology 69,
Anders Hamsten professor and team leader on behalf of IMPROVE study group* 26 70, Lise Lotte N
Husemoen senior research fellow44, Anne Tjønneland research leader71, Janne S Tolstrup research
programme director 72, Eric Rimm associate professor of epidemiology and nutrition 73 74, Joline W J
Beulens assistant professor 32, W M Monique Verschuren deputy head 75, N Charlotte Onland-Moret
assistant professor of genetic epidemiology 32, Marten H Hofker professor of molecular genetics 76,
S Goya Wannamethee professor of epidemiology 77, Peter H Whincup professor of cardiovascular
epidemiology 78, Richard Morris professor of medical statistics and epidemiology 77, Astrid M Vicente
head of department 40 79 80, Hugh Watkins professor of cardiovascular medicine and head of
department 81 82, Martin Farrall professor of cardiovascular genetics 81 82, J Wouter Jukema professor
of cardiology 11, James Meschia physician investigator 29, L Adrienne Cupples professor of
biostatistics 83 84, Stephen J Sharp senior statistician 9, Myriam Fornage professor of molecular
medicine and human genetics 85, Charles Kooperberg full member 86, Andrea Z LaCroix professor
of epidemiology86, James Y Dai associate member of biostatistics86, Matthew B Lanktree postdoctoral
research fellow 87, David S Siscovick senior vice-president for research 88, Eric Jorgenson research
scientist 89, Bonnie Spring professor of preventive medicine and director 90, Josef Coresh professor
of epidemiology 91, Yun R Limedical and doctoral trainee 7, Sarah G Buxbaum assistant professor 92,
Pamela J Schreiner professor 93, R Curtis Ellison professor of medicine and public health 94, Michael
Y Tsai professor 95, Sanjay R Patel associate professor of medicine 96 104, Susan Redline professor 96,
Andrew D Johnson principal investigator 84, Ron C Hoogeveen assistant professor of medicine 97,
Hakon Hakonarson associate professor of paediatrics and director of genomics 7, Jerome I Rotter
director and professor 98, Eric Boerwinkle professor and director 99, Paul I W de Bakker professor of
genetic epidemiology and bioinformatics 32 100, Mika Kivimaki professor of social epidemiology 21,
Folkert W Asselbergs consultant cardiologist4547101, Naveed Sattar professor of metabolic medicine102,
Debbie A Lawlor professor of epidemiology5, JohnWhittaker professor and vice president of statistical
platforms and technologies at GSK4103, George Davey Smith director of MRC integrative epidemiology
unit 5, Kenneth Mukamal general internalist 104, Bruce M Psaty professor 105 106, James G Wilson
professor of physiology and biophysics 107, Leslie A Lange associate professor 108, Ajna Hamidovic
assistant professor109, Aroon D Hingorani professor of genetic epidemiology1, Børge G Nordestgaard
professor 110 111 112, Martin Bobak professor of epidemiology 21, David A Leon professor of
epidemiology 4, Claudia Langenberg academic clinical lecturer 9, Tom M Palmer assistant professor
in medical statistics 113, Alex P Reiner research professor 86, Brendan J Keating assistant professor
in paediatrics and surgery 2 7, Frank Dudbridge professor of statistical genetics 4, Juan P Casas
professor of epidemiology 1 4, on behalf of The InterAct Consortium
1Genetic Epidemiology Group, Institute of Cardiovascular Science, Department of Epidemiology and Public Health, University College London, UK;
2Department of Surgery, Penn Transplant Institute, Perelman School of Medicine, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, PA19104, USA; 3Center
for Clinical Epidemiology and Biostatistics, Perelman School of Medicine, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, PA 19104, USA; 4Faculty of
Epidemiology and Population Health, London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, London, WC1E 7HT, UK; 5MRC Integrative Epidemiology
No commercial reuse: See rights and reprints http://www.bmj.com/permissions Subscribe: http://www.bmj.com/subscribe





arch 2020 by guest. Protected by copyright.
http://www.bmj.com/
BM
J: first published as 10.1136/bmj.g4164 on 10 July 2014. Downloaded from 
Unit (IEU) at the Universty of Bristol, Oakfield House, Bristol BS8 2BN, UK; 6Centre for Statistical Methodology, London School of Hygiene & Tropical
Medicine, London, WC1E 7HT, UK; 7Center for Applied Genomics, Abramson Research Center, The Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia, Philadelphia,
USA; 8BGI-Shenzhen, Beishan Industrial Zone, Yantian District, Shenzhen 518083, China; 9MRC Epidemiology Unit, Institute of Metabolic Science,
Addenbrooke’s Hospital, Cambridge, UK; 10Department of Epidemiology, Erasmus Medical Center, Rotterdam, The Netherlands; 11Department of
Cardiology, Leiden University Medical Center, the Netherlands; 12MRC Unit for Lifelong Health and Ageing at UCL, London, UK; 13Centre for
Paediatric Epidemiology and Biostatistics, UCL Institute of Child Health, London, UK; 14German Institute of Human Nutrition Potsdam-Rehbrücke,
Arthur-Scheunert-Allee 114-116, 14558 Nuthetal, Germany; 15Institute of Cardiovascular and Medical Sciences, College of Medical, Veterinary and
Life Sciences, University of Glasgow, Glasgow G12 8TA, UK; 16Department of Epidemiology, Harvard School of Public Health, Boston, MA, USA;
17Office of Public Health Genomics, Office of Epidemiology, Surveillance, and Laboratory Services, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
Atlanta, GA 30333, USA; 18Division of Pharmacoepidemiology and Clinical Pharmacology, Utrecht Institute for Pharmaceutical Sciences, Utrecht
University, Utrecht, The Netherlands; 19Department of Medical Sciences, Uppsala University, Uppsala University Hospital, SE-751 85 Uppsala,
Sweden; 20Center for Experimental Medicine, Institute for Clinical and Experimental Medicine, Videnska 1958/9, Prague 4, 14021, Czech Republic;
21Department of Epidemiology and Public Health, University College London, London,WC1E 6BT, UK; 22Cyprus International Institute for Environmental
and Public Health in association with the Harvard School of Public Health, Cyprus University of Technology, 3603 Limassol, Cyprus; 23Vavilov
Institute of General Genetics, Russian Academy of Sciences, Moscow, Russia; 24UCL Genetics Institute, Department of Genetics Environment and
Evolution, London, WC1E 6BT, UK; 25Centre for Cancer Genetic Epidemiology, Department of Public Health and Primary Care, University of
Cambridge, Cambridge, UK; 26Atherosclerosis Research Unit, Center for Molecular Medicine, Department of Medicine, Karolinska Institutet,
Stockholm, Sweden; 27Department of Clinical Sciences, Lund University, Malmö, Sweden; 28Unit of Cancer Epidemiology, San Giovanni Battista
Hospital and Center for Cancer Prevention (CPO-Piemonte), 10129, Torino, Italy; 29Mayo Clinic Department of Neurology, Jacksonville, FL 32224,
USA; 30Department of Neuroscience, Mayo Clinic Florida, Jacksonville, FL, USA; 31Centre for Population Health Sciences, University of Edinburgh,
Edinburgh EH8 9AG, UK; 32Julius Center for Health Sciences and Primary Care, University Medical Center, Utrecht, The Netherlands; 33Department
of Preventive Cardiology, Institute for Clinical and Experimental Medicine, Prague 4, 14021, Czech Republic; 34Western Australian Centre for Health
& Ageing, Centre for Medical Research, University of Western Australia, Perth, Australia; 35Department of Clinical Biochemistry, Royal Perth Hospital
and School of Surgery, the University of Western Australia; 36Department of Internal Medicine, Internal Medicine, CHUV, Lausanne, Switzerland;
37UCL Institute of Health Equity, Department of Epidemiology & Public Health, London WC1E 7HB, UK; 38Instituto Medicina Molecular, Faculdade
de Medicina Universidade de Lisboa, 1649-028 Lisbon, Portugal; 39Servico Neurologia, Hospital de Santa Maria, 1649-035 Lisbon, Portugal; 40Instituto
Nacional de Saude Doutor Ricardo Jorge, 1649-016 Lisbon, Portugal; 41Faculdade Ciencias Universidade Lisboa, 1749-016 Lisbon, Portugal;
42Centre for Cardiovascular Genetics, Institute of Cardiovascular Science, University College London, London, UK; 43Department of Cardiology,
University Medical Center Groningen, Groningen, The Netherlands; 44Research Centre for Prevention and Health, Capital Region of Denmark,
Glostrup University Hospital, Glostrup, Denmark; 45Department of Cardiology, Division Heart and Lungs, University Medical Center Utrecht, Utrecht,
The Netherlands; 46Department of Genetics, University Medical Center Groningen, Groningen, The Netherlands; 47Durrer Center for Cardiogenetic
Research, ICIN-Netherlands Heart Institute, Utrecht, The Netherlands; 48Vascular Screening and Diagnostic Centre, Ayios Dometios, Nicosia,
Cyprus; 49Deparment of Vascular Surgery, Imperial College, London, SW7 2BX, UK; 50Cyprus Cardiovascular Disease Educational and Research
trust, Nicosia, Cyprus; 51Department of Public Health & Caring Sciences, Uppsala University, Uppsala University Hospital, SE-75185 Uppsala,
Sweden; 52Centre for Health Monitoring, National Institute of Public Health, 100 42 Prague, Czech Republic; 53Department of Epidemiology and
Population Studies, Institute of Public Health, Jagiellonian University Medical College, 31-531 Krakow, Poland; 54Institute of Internal and Preventative
Medicine, Siberian Branch of Russian Academy of Medical Sciences, Novosibirsk, Russia, 630089; 55Dept of Internal Medicine, Novosibirsk State
Medical University, Novosibirsk, Russia, 630091; 56Faculty of Medicine, Novosibirsk State University, Novosibirsk, Russia, 630090; 57Department
of Population Studies, Institute of Cardiology, Lithuanian University of Health Sciences, Kaunas LT-50161, Lithuania; 58School of Surgery, University
of Western Australia, Perth, Australia; 59Department of Neurology, Sir Charles Gairdner Hospital, Perth, Australia; 60School of Medicine and
Pharmacology, The University of Western Australia, Nedlands, Perth, Australia; 61Centre for Cardiovascular Genetics, Institute of Cardiovascular
Science, University College London, London, UK WC1E 6JF; 62Department of Vascular Medicine, University Medical Center Utrecht, Utrecht, The
Netherlands; 63Department of Radiology, University Medical Center Utrecht, Utrecht, The Netherlands; 64Robertson Centre for Biostatistics, University
of Glasgow, Glasgow, UK; 65School of Population Health and Sansom Institute for Health Research, University of South Australia, Adelaide SA
5000, Australia; 66South Australian Health andMedical Research Institute, Adelaide SA5000, Australia; 67School of Psychiatry & Clinical Neurosciences
(M573), University of Western Australia, Perth 6009, Australia; 68Department of Psychiatry, Royal Perth Hospital, Perth, Australia; 69Department of
Primary Care and Public Health and Primary Care, University of Cambridge, Cambridge, UK; 70Center for Molecular Medicine, Karolinska University
Hospital Solna, Stockholm, Sweden; 71Danish Cancer Society, Strandboulevarden, Copenhagen, Denmark; 72National Institute of Public Health,
University of Southern Denmark, Copenhagen, Denmark; 73Department of Epidemiology and Department of Nutrition, Harvard School of Public
Health, Boston, MA, USA; 74Channing Division of Network Medicine, Brigham and Women’s Hospital and Harvard Medical School, Boston, MA,
USA; 75National Institute for Public Health and the Environment (RIVM), Bilthoven, the Netherlands; 76Dept Pathology and Medical Biology, Medical
Biology division, Molecular Genetics, University Medical Center Groningen and Groningen University, Groningen, The Netherlands; 77Department
of Primary Care & Population Health, UCL, London, UK; 78Population Health Research Institute, St George’s, University of London, London, UK;
79Instituto Gulbenkian Ciencia, P-2780-156 Oeiras, Portugal; 80Biofig - Center for Biodiversity, Functional and Integrative Genomics, Campus da
FCUL, 1749-016 Lisboa, Portugal; 81Wellcome Trust Centre for Human Genetics, University of Oxford, Oxford, UK; 82Department of Cardiovascular
Medicine, University of Oxford, Oxford, UK; 83Department of Biostatistics, Boston University School of Public Health, Boston, Massachusetts, USA;
84National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute’s The Framingham Heart Study, Framingham, Massachusetts, USA; 85Institute of Molecular Medicine,
University of Texas Health Science Center at Houston, Texas, USA; 86Division of Public Health Sciences, Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center,
Seattle, WA 98109, USA; 87Department of Medicine, McMaster University, Hamilton, Ontario, Canada L8S4L8; 88New York Academy of Medicine,
New York, NY 10021, USA; 89Division of Research, Kaiser Permanente Northern California, Oakland, CA, USA; 90Northwestern University, Feinberg
School of Medicine, Department of Preventive Medicine, Chicago, IL, USA; 91Department of Epidemiology, Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of
Public Health, Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, Maryland, USA; 92School of Health Sciences, Jackson State University, Jackson, MS, USA;
93School of Public Health, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA; 94Preventive Medicine and Epidemiology, Evans Department of
Medicine, Boston University School of Medicine, Boston, Massachusetts, USA; 95Department of Laboratory Medicine and Pathology, University of
Minnesota, USA; 96Division of Sleep and Circadian Disorders, Brigham and Women’s Hospital; Harvard Medical School, Boston USA; 97Baylor
No commercial reuse: See rights and reprints http://www.bmj.com/permissions Subscribe: http://www.bmj.com/subscribe





arch 2020 by guest. Protected by copyright.
http://www.bmj.com/
BM
J: first published as 10.1136/bmj.g4164 on 10 July 2014. Downloaded from 
College of Medicine, Department of Medicine, Division of Atherosclerosis & Vascular Medicine, Houston, Texas 77030, USA; 98Institute for Translational
Genomics and Population Sciences, Los Angeles BioMedical Research Institute and Department of Pediatrics, Harbor-UCLA Medical Center,
Torrance, Calif, USA; 99Division of Epidemiology, School of Public Health, University of Texas Health Science Center at Houston, Texas, USA;
100Department of Medical Genetics, Center for Molecular Medicine, University Medical Center Utrecht, Utrecht, The Netherlands; 101Institute of
Cardiovascular Science, Faculty of Population Health Sciences, University College London, London, UK; 102British Heart Foundation Glasgow
Cardiovascular Research Centre, University of Glasgow, Glasgow, UK; 103Genetics, R&D, GlaxoSmithKline, Stevenage, UK; 104Beth Israel Deaconess
Medical Center, Boston, Massachusetts, USA; 105Cardiovascular Health Research Unit, Departments of Medicine, Epidemiology, and Health Services,
University of Washington, Seattle, WA,USA; 106Group Health Research Institute, Group Health Cooperative, Seattle, WA, USA; 107Department of
Physiology and Biophysics, University of Mississippi Medical Center, Jackson, MS, USA; 108Department of Genetics, University of North Carolina
School of Medicine at Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, North Carolina 27514, USA; 109College of Pharmacy, The University of New Mexico, Albuquerque,
NM, USA; 110The Copenhagen General Population Study, Herlev Hospital, Copenhagen, Denmark; 111Faculty of Health Sciences, Copenhagen
University Hospital, University of Copenhagen,Copenhagen, Denmark; 112Department of Clinical Biochemistry, Herlev Hospital, Copenhagen
University Hospital, Denmark; 113Division of Health Sciences, Warwick Medical School, University of Warwick, Coventry, UK
Abstract
Objective To use the rs1229984 variant in the alcohol dehydrogenase
1B gene (ADH1B) as an instrument to investigate the causal role of
alcohol in cardiovascular disease.
Design Mendelian randomisation meta-analysis of 56 epidemiological
studies.
Participants 261 991 individuals of European descent, including 20 259
coronary heart disease cases and 10 164 stroke events. Data were
available on ADH1B rs1229984 variant, alcohol phenotypes, and
cardiovascular biomarkers.
Main outcome measures Odds ratio for coronary heart disease and
stroke associated with the ADH1B variant in all individuals and by
categories of alcohol consumption.
Results Carriers of the A-allele of ADH1B rs1229984 consumed 17.2%
fewer units of alcohol per week (95% confidence interval 15.6% to
18.9%), had a lower prevalence of binge drinking (odds ratio 0.78 (95%
CI 0.73 to 0.84)), and had higher abstention (odds ratio 1.27 (1.21 to
1.34)) than non-carriers. Rs1229984 A-allele carriers had lower systolic
blood pressure (−0.88 (−1.19 to −0.56) mm Hg), interleukin-6 levels
(−5.2% (−7.8 to −2.4%)), waist circumference (−0.3 (−0.6 to −0.1) cm),
and body mass index (−0.17 (−0.24 to −0.10) kg/m2). Rs1229984 A-allele
carriers had lower odds of coronary heart disease (odds ratio 0.90 (0.84
to 0.96)). The protective association of the ADH1B rs1229984 A-allele
variant remained the same across all categories of alcohol consumption
(P=0.83 for heterogeneity). Although no association of rs1229984 was
identified with the combined subtypes of stroke, carriers of the A-allele
had lower odds of ischaemic stroke (odds ratio 0.83 (0.72 to 0.95)).
Conclusions Individuals with a genetic variant associated with
non-drinking and lower alcohol consumption had a more favourable
cardiovascular profile and a reduced risk of coronary heart disease than
those without the genetic variant. This suggests that reduction of alcohol
consumption, even for light to moderate drinkers, is beneficial for
cardiovascular health.
Introduction
Alcohol is the fifth leading risk factor for death and disability
accounting for 4% of life years lost due to disease.1 While the
harmful effects of alcohol on conditions such as liver cirrhosis,
injuries, and cancers of the liver, colorectum, breast, and upper
aerodigestive tract have been firmly established,2 uncertainty
remains concerning the potential protective effects of light to
moderate alcohol consumption on risk of coronary heart disease
and stroke.3-5 Observational studies have consistently reported
that compared with non-drinkers, light to moderate drinking
exhibits a reduced cardiovascular risk,6 7 with the lowest risk
found at approximately 12-25 British units per week, while
heavier and more hazardous drinking is associated with an
increased risk, resulting in the well established U shaped
association.2 8 However, the apparent cardioprotective effect
associated with light to moderate drinking could be explained
by an elevated cardiovascular risk from underlying poor health
in non-drinkers,9 or confounding by lifestyle or social factors
associated with light to moderate drinking.10
The most widely proposed mechanism for this purported
cardioprotective effect of alcohol is an increase in high density
lipoprotein (HDL) cholesterol.11 However, the causal nature of
the association of HDL cholesterol with cardiovascular events
is unclear.12 13 Although an HDL cholesterol raising effect of
alcohol has been reported in experimental studies,11 the small
sample size and short follow-up means existing studies may be
prone to bias, undermining their validity.
In the absence of a viable randomised trial to confirm or refute
the cardioprotective effect of light to moderate alcohol
consumption, an alternative approach is to use a genetic variant
that serves as a proxy for alcohol consumption. This approach,
known as Mendelian randomisation, avoids some of the key
limitations of observational studies, since allocation of genetic
variants is random with regard to potential confounders, and
genotype is not modified by disease (abolishing reverse
causality).14 15 A non-synonymous single nucleotide
polymorphism (rs1229984) in the alcohol dehydrogenase 1B
gene (ADH1B), which encodes the ADH1B enzyme, which
provides the primary pathway of alcohol metabolism,16 has been
associated with a flush response to alcohol consumption, lower
levels of usual alcohol consumption and blood ethanol levels,17
as well as a lower risk of alcohol dependence among adult
drinkers18 19 and adolescents,19 which led to the selection of this
single nucleotide polymorphism as a genetic instrument in
previousMendelian randomisation studies that investigated the
role of alcohol in high blood pressure and various cancers.20-23
We present results from an international collaboration that used
the ADH1B rs1229984 variant as an instrument to investigate
the association of alcohol with cardiovascular biomarkers and
events in more than 260 000 individuals.
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Methods
Formation of the consortium
Given that the rs1229984 genetic variant is not represented in
widely available genotyping platforms such as
Illumina-metabochip, Illumina-immunochip, or genome-wide
association platforms (with the exception of recent platforms),
we initially focused on studies genotyped with the IBC
Cardiochip array, which contains this single nucleotide
polymorphism (SNP). Through contact with the designer of the
Institute for Translational Medicine and Therapeutics (ITMAT)
Broad Institute CARe consortium (IBC) CardioChip array (B
J Keating,24 coauthor), we contacted all population based studies
genotyped on this array. Subsequently, we established contact
with a series of genetic study groups with whom we have
collaborated in the past and sent them a brief proposal describing
the general aims of the study, including de novo genotyping in
their studies. A minor subset of studies in European descent
population that used this variant in previous publications was
also identified and included in the consortium (details available
in table S1 in the appendix on bmj.com). In addition, we checked
publicly available consortia such as CARDIoGRAMplusC4D
(www.cardiogramplusc4d.org) and found the SNP was not
included in these consortia.
We incorporated individual participant data from 261 991
participants of European ancestry from 56 studies (see
appendix). All participants provided written, informed consent,
and ethical approval was granted by local ethics committees for
participating studies. Ethical approval for secondary data
analysis was granted by the London School of Hygiene &
Tropical Medicine ethics committee (application No 5905).
Alcohol traits
The principal alcohol trait was weekly volume of alcohol in
British units (1 British unit is equivalent to 0.57 US units or 10
ml (7.9 g) ethanol), which we derived using questionnaire data
from each study (table S2 in the appendix). We additionally
assessed the overall drinking status (drinkers v non-drinker) of
study subjects, the study specific top tertile of alcohol
consumption (separately for men and women), and history of
binge drinking (for details see supplementary methods 2.1).
γ-glutamyltransferase was used as a marker of heavy alcohol
consumption.
Clinical outcomes
The primary clinical event was incident and prevalent (including
fatal and non-fatal) coronary heart disease. Secondary clinical
outcomes were stroke and type 2 diabetes. Stroke included all
subtypes and consisted of incident and prevalent (including fatal
and non-fatal) cases. In a subsample, information on ischaemic
stroke was also available. For type 2 diabetes, we restricted the
analysis to prevalent cases with the exception of one nested
case-cohort that included incident cases.25 Precise definitions
of outcomes for each study are reported in table S3 of the
appendix.
Genotype properties
Genotyping platforms, genotype frequencies, Hardy Weinberg
equilibrium P values, and call rates (median of 98.8%) for
ADH1B rs1229984 (directly genotyped in all studies) are listed
in table S1 and figure S1 of the appendix.
Statistical analysis
A standard analysis protocol was applied to each study to
produce a consistent dataset. Analyses were conducted using
individual participant data in each study and then pooled across
studies using meta-analysis. Because of differences in variables
collected by each study, not all studies were included in all
analyses (fig S2 of appendix). We restricted analyses to
individuals of European descent with data forADH1B rs1229984
genotype, age, sex, and any one of the outcomes of interest. All
non-normally distributed continuous variables, including
units/week of alcohol, were natural log transformed. For these
traits, the mean difference on the logarithmic scale was
exponentiated to generate the relative difference and then
converted to a percentage difference.
We investigated the shape of the association between alcohol
consumption (log units/week) and cardiovascular biomarkers
and potential confounders in observational analysis among 131
490 individuals from 28 studies. Statistical details are given in
supplementary methods 2.2 of the appendix.
For all genetic analyses, we used a dominant model due to the
low prevalence of the rs1229984 A-allele (average carriage of
rs1229984 A-alleles: 7%): data from carriers of either one or
two rare A-alleles were pooled and compared with individuals
homozygous for the G-allele (the reference group). We first
quantified the effects of rs1229984 A-allele on alcohol traits as
well as on lifestyle and social factors to validate our instrument
for alcohol consumption. Then, we studied the associations of
the rs1229984 A-allele with cardiovascular biomarkers from
several pathways that may mediate the effects of alcohol on
cardiovascular events. Finally, we evaluated the effects of the
rs1229984 A-allele on coronary heart disease, combined
subtypes of stroke (as well as ischaemic stroke separately) and
type 2 diabetes.
For continuous traits, means and standard deviations were
derived for rs1229984 A-allele carriers and non-carriers. For
binary traits, log odds ratios and standard errors were estimated
for rs1229984 A-allele carriers versus non-carriers. All effect
estimates were calculated within each study and then pooled
using fixed (default) and random effects meta-analysis. Between
study heterogeneity was quantified using I2.26
If the U shaped association between alcohol consumption and
cardiovascular events is real, a comparison of event rates in
rs1229984 A-allele carriers (associated with a reduction in
alcohol consumption from published studies20) versus
non-carriers will vary across broad categories of alcohol
consumption. In light to moderate drinkers (>0 to <21
units/week), ADH1B rs1229984 A-allele carriers will be
expected to have a higher coronary heart disease event risk,
whereas, for heavy drinkers (≥21 units/week) they will be
expected to have a lower event risk. Likewise, this stratification
by alcohol consumption will also serve to validate the ADH1B
rs1229984 A-allele variant as a specific instrument for alcohol
consumption, as it is expected that in non-drinkers carriage of
the rs1229984 A-allele variant will have no effect on
cardiovascular traits or events, or a substantially attenuated
effect given the known difficulty in correctly classifying long
term non-drinkers from self reported questionnaires.27Therefore,
we repeated the genetic analysis in strata of alcohol intake (none
(0 units/week), light to moderate (>0 to <21 units/week), and
heavy (≥21 units/week); the strata were selected to represent
the U shaped association of alcohol and cardiovascular events
from observational studies) and investigated if there was a trend
between alcohol categories and the effect of rs1229984 A-allele
using meta-regression (see supplementary methods 2.3 of
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appendix for further details). The same stratified analysis was
conducted for potential confounders, to investigate if
confounding was reintroduced by stratifying by alcohol.28 For
units/week of alcohol consumption (our main alcohol
phenotype), we also performed a subgroup analysis according
to the type of alcohol questionnaire (according to whether
consumption questions asked separately for beverage type (such
as beer, wine, spirits) v all beverages combined). Exploratory
subgroup analyses were undertaken to assess the impact of study
characteristics included sex, mean age, geographical region,
Hardy Weinberg equilibrium, genotype platform, year of DNA
extraction, and, whether the study contributed to observational
analysis.
In order to investigate potential residual confounding by
population stratification, we adjusted for principal components
derived from IBC CardioChip array24 in studies with available
data (see supplementary methods 2.4 for further details). To
evaluate confounding by linkage disequilibrium between
rs1229984 with single nucleotide polymorphisms associated
with cardiovascular risk factors in genome-wide association
studies29 that could distort associations of rs1229984, we used
theWhitehall-II cohort30 (including both IBC CardioChip24 and
MetaboChip31 platforms).
In the current manuscript, we did not conduct an instrumental
variable analysis to estimate causal effects since the available
methods assume a linear association between the exposure and
the outcome, which may not hold for alcohol and cardiovascular
disease.
Analyses were conducted in Stata v13.0 (StataCorp, Texas,
USA). All P values reported are two sided.
Results
We approached 59 studies, of which 56 were included in this
collaboration. Of the three excluded studies, two
(INTERHEART and INTERSTROKE) declined to participate
because of overlap with existing projects, and a third (CoLaus)
was excluded as the rs1229984 genetic variant was not directly
genotyped.
Of the 261 991 participants in our analysis, 48% were women,
and the mean age per study was 58 years (range 26-75 years)
(table S4 of appendix). The median number of alcohol units
consumed in each study is shown in table S4. There were 20
259 coronary heart disease events, 10 164 stroke cases (4339
ischaemic strokes) and 14 549 type 2 diabetes cases (table S5).
Means and distributions for continuous traits in all studies are
presented in tables S6-S8. The observational analysis between
alcohol and cardiovascular risk factors is reported in the
supplementary results section and figures S2 and S3 of the
appendix.
Genetic association analysis
ADH1B and alcohol consumption
Carriers of the rs1229984 A-allele consumed fewer units of
alcohol per week (−17.2% units/week (95% confidence interval
−18.9% to −15.6%)) and had lower odds of being in the top
third of drinking volume (odds ratio 0.70 (0.68 to 0.73))
compared with non-carriers. Rs1229984 A-allele carriers also
had lower odds of binge drinking (odds ratio 0.78 (0.73 to 0.84)),
increased odds of being self reported abstainers (odds ratio 1.27
(1.21 to 1.34)) and lower levels of γ-glutamyltransferase (−1.8%
(−3.4% to −0.3%)) (table 1⇓).
The association of the rs1229984 A-allele with alcohol volume
remained unaltered when stratified by age, gender, geographical
region, Hardy Weinberg Equilibrium P value, and whether the
alcohol questionnaire used was beverage specific (fig S4 of
appendix), or after exclusion of samples with a proportion of
A-allele carriers >10% (approximately >5% minor allele
frequency; data available on request). Ameta-regression analysis
of the mean alcohol volume (on the log scale) in rs1229984
A-allele carriers compared with non-carriers that takes into
account the uncertainty around the mean suggested a constant
proportional effect of the of ADH1B rs1229984 variant on
alcohol volume (fig S5). This was also supported by the finding
that in our samples the standard deviations for carriers and
non-carriers were very similar (fig S6).
ADH1B and cardiovascular biomarkers
Carriers of the rs1229984 A-allele had lower systolic blood
pressure (−0.88 (−1.19 to −0.56) mm Hg) compared with
non-carriers. Concordant with this, rs1229984 A-allele carriers
also had lower odds of hypertension (104 570 cases; odds ratio
0.94 (0.91 to 0.98)). Rs1229984 A-allele carriers had lower
levels of interleukin-6 (−5.2% (−7.8% to −2.4%)), C reactive
protein (−3.4% (−5.7% to −1.1%)), body mass index (−0.17
(−0.24 to −0.10) kg/m2), and waist circumference (−0.34 (−0.58
to −0.10) cm). Rs1229984 A-allele carriers also had lower
non-HDL cholesterol concentrations (−0.03 (−0.05 to −0.01)
mmol/L) (table 2⇓).
When the effect of the ADH1B rs1229984 A-allele on these
cardiovascular traits was stratified by alcohol consumption, a
differential effect was observed. Among heavy drinkers (≥21
units/week), carriers of the rs1229984 A-allele, who on average
consume 17.2% less alcohol than non-carriers, showed a more
pronounced reduction in these cardiovascular traits than that
observed in light to moderate drinkers and non-drinkers (fig
1⇓). In contrast, the effect of rs1229984 on these cardiovascular
traits did not differ systematically according to exploratory
subgroup analyses by laboratory procedures or study
characteristics (P>0.05 for 52 of 58 comparisons; fig S7 of
appendix).
Although we observed that rs1229984 A-allele carriers had
higher triglyceride levels (1.6% (0.7% to 2.6%)), this effect was
not modified by alcohol categories (fig 1⇓).
There was no overall difference between rs1229984 A-allele
carriers and non-carriers in HDL cholesterol concentration
(−0.004 (−0.012 to 0.003) mmol/L). However, an association
between rs1229984 A-allele carriage with HDL cholesterol was
observed in the highest category of alcohol consumption, but
in the opposite direction to that expected from observational
findings (0.04 (0.02 to 0.06) mmol/L; fig S8 of appendix). (That
is, the log-linear association of HDL cholesterol with alcohol
consumption from observational studies (fig S3) would suggest
that a reduction in alcohol consumption, as observed for carriers
of the rs1229984 A-allele, should associate with a reduction in
HDL cholesterol levels.) In subgroup analysis by laboratory
procedures and major study characteristics, we observed that
rs1229984 A-allele carriers from northern Europe had lower
levels of HDL cholesterol (−0.04 (−0.05 to −0.02) mmol/L).
Since this geographical specificity could reflect residual
population stratification in samples outside northern Europe,
we adjusted for principal components in a subset of individuals
not from northern Europe. The unadjusted model for the
association between rs1229984 A-allele and HDL cholesterol
(0.02 difference in standard deviation (95% confidence interval
−0.02 to 0.06)) did not differ from the model adjusted for
population structure (0.01 difference in standard deviation
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(−0.03 to 0.05)) (fig S8). Similar null results were observed for
apolipoprotein A1 (table S9 of appendix).
Rs1229984 A-allele carriage was not associated with carotid
intima medial thickness, electrocardiographic measures of left
ventricular hypertrophy, fibrinogen, von Willebrand factor,
factor VII, fasting blood glucose, N-terminal of the prohormone
brain natriuretic peptide, or lipoprotein(a) overall (table S9 of
appendix). For these traits, similar null results were observed
when stratified for alcohol consumption or by other exploratory
subgroups (P>0.05 for 47 of 48 comparisons, data available on
request), with the exception of fasting glucose and lipoprotein(a),
where the strength of association wasmore pronounced in heavy
drinkers compared with other alcohol categories (P values for
heterogeneity 0.05 and 0.01, respectively) (fig S9).
ADH1B and lifestyle factors
Carriage of the rs1229984 A-allele was not associated with
physical activity, but showed higher odds of ever smoking (odds
ratio 1.06 (95% confidence interval 1.02 to 1.09)). However,
the association with ever smoking was in the opposite direction
to that seen in observational analysis, and no association was
observed for other quantitative measures of tobacco exposure
such as cigarettes per day, pack years, or cotinine levels.
Rs1229984 A-allele carriers showed higher total years in
education (0.04 difference in standard deviation (95%
confidence interval 0.01 to 0.08)). No differential effect of
ADH1B on any of the lifestyle factors was identified on
stratifying by alcohol intake (making it unlikely that stratifying
by alcohol introduced bias) or by other exploratory subgroups
(P>0.05 for all comparisons) (figs S10 and S11 of appendix).
ADH1B and cardiovascular events
Rs1229984 A-allele carriage showed reduced odds of coronary
heart disease (odds ratio 0.90 (95% confidence interval 0.84 to
0.96, I2=17%)) (fig 2⇓ and fig S12 of appendix). In studies with
≥1000 coronary heart disease events (four studies with 8374
coronary heart disease events), the odds ratio for coronary heart
disease was 0.81 (0.72 to 0.91, I2=0%) (table S10). When
analysis was restricted to non-drinkers the association was null
(odds ratio 0.98 (0.88 to 1.10)), while among drinkers (>0
units/week alcohol), carriers of the rs1229984 A-allele had
reduced odds of coronary heart disease (odds ratio 0.86 (0.78
to 0.94)). This is consistent with the assumption that the
associations ascribed to the ADH1B variant are mainly due to
alcohol consumption. Further subdivision of the drinkers
category into light (>0 to <7 units/week), moderate (≥7 to <21
units/week), and heavy (≥21 units/week) showed the same
protective effect of the variant across all alcohol categories (P
value for heterogeneity=0.83; fig 2⇓), suggesting that there was
no difference between rs1229984 A-allele carriers and
non-carriers in coronary heart disease risk across alcohol
consumption levels among individuals who drank.
Although there was no association of the rs1229984 A-allele
with the combined stroke subtypes (odds ratio 0.98 (0.90 to
1.07)) (fig 3⇓), when the analysis was limited to ischaemic
stroke subtype, rs1229984 A-allele carriers had lower odds of
ischaemic stroke (odds ratio 0.83 (0.72 to 0.95)) (fig S13 of
appendix). No association between rs1229984 A-allele with
type2 diabetes was observed (odds ratio 1.02 (0.95 to 1.09))
(fig 3⇓).
Random effect estimates for associations of ADH1B with all
outcomes were similar to those from fixed effect models (figs
S4-14 of appendix).
Adjustment for population structure did not alter the rs1229984
A-allele associations (figs S15-16). The gene variant was not
in linkage disequilibrium with previously reported loci from
genome-wide association studies for any cardiovascular trait
(table S11).
Discussion
Principal findings of study
In this large scaleMendelian randomisation analysis, we showed
that carriers of the rs1229984 A-allele had lower levels of
alcohol consumption and exhibited lower levels of blood
pressure, inflammatory biomarkers, adiposity measures, and
non-HDL cholesterol, and reduced odds of developing coronary
heart disease, compared with non-carriers of this allele. In
contrast to previous observational and experimental studies, our
study showed that individuals with a genetic predisposition to
consume less alcohol had lower, not higher, odds of developing
coronary heart disease regardless of whether they were light,
moderate, or heavy drinkers. Moreover, ADH1B genotype was
not associated with type 2 diabetes, HDL cholesterol level, or
coagulation markers.
The rs1229984 A-allele showed very strong association with
non-drinking and amount of alcohol consumed. The fact that
our analyses suggested a constant proportional effect of the
rs1229984 A-allele on alcohol volume across a wide range of
alcohol volume from the included studies supports the notion
that social pressure in heavier drinking cultures is unlikely to
override the effect of the genetic variant on alcohol
consumption.20 It is important to note that the rs1229984A-allele
was a proxy for all types of self reported drinking behaviour
including volume, being in the top third of drinkers per study,
binge drinking, and abstention, and it also showed association
with levels of the liver enzyme γ-glutamyltransferase (an
objective marker of heavy alcohol intake). This confirms that
rs1229984 was suitable as a non-specific genetic proxy of
alcohol consumption in the mendelian randomisation analysis.
Our findings are therefore not specific to one particular type of
alcohol behaviour, but reflect a combination of different patterns
of alcohol exposures, which are nevertheless directionally
concordant (that is, the A-allele resulted in lower alcohol
consumption).
For the cardiovascular traits that showed association on overall
with the rs1229984 A-allele, null or substantially reduced
associations were observed in non-drinkers and more
pronounced associations in heavy drinkers when compared with
light to moderate drinkers. This is as expected under the
assumption that the effect of this genetic variant is only
explained by exposure to alcohol.
From the U shaped association seen in observational studies,
we would expect that for drinkers below the nadir (12-25
units/week), a reduction of 17.2% in alcohol consumption
(corresponding to rs1229984 A-allele carriage) would lead to
a small increase in the risk of coronary heart disease, whereas
for those with alcohol consumption above the nadir, a similar
reduction in alcohol consumption would lead to a decrease in
coronary heart disease risk. Contrary to these expectations,
however, we found that individuals below the nadir with a
genetic predisposition to consume less alcohol had lower odds
of developing coronary heart disease at all categories of alcohol
consumption (fig 2⇓), bringing the hypothesised cardioprotective
effect of alcohol into question.
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Strengths and weaknesses of the study
Major strengths of this international collaboration are the large
sample size, availability of detailed alcohol phenotypic data and
a comprehensive repertoire of cardiovascular risk factors and
major cardiovascular events. The process by which studies were
recruited into the collaboration, including mainly unpublished
data, means that findings are unlikely to suffer from publication
bias. The use of a standardised analytical protocol further
increases reliability of the findings.
The lack of association of the ADH1B rs1229984 A-allele with
HDL cholesterol levels was unexpected. In principle, failure to
detect an association with HDL cholesterol could have arisen
from lack of power. However, this is unlikely as rs1229984 was
associated with traits (such as C reactive protein or interleukin
6) for which alcohol consumption had a less powerful effect
and where the sample size for genetic analysis was several times
smaller than for HDL cholesterol (fig S2 of appendix). Our
extensive subgroup and in silico analyses also suggested it was
unlikely that laboratory technique, type of alcohol questionnaire
used in the studies, or confounding by linkage disequilibrium
could explain the overall null effect. We did find an association
of rs1229984 A-allele carriage with HDL cholesterol in the
subset of northern European studies. Although this suggests the
lack of association in non-northern European studies may arise
from population stratification, adjustment for population
structure using principal components analysis did not reveal an
association, making this an unlikely explanation.
We also did not identify associations of the rs1229984 A-allele
with coagulation markers, type 2 diabetes, and the combined
subtypes of stroke. With regard to coagulation markers, these
results seem more robust for fibrinogen, as confirmed by
subgroup analysis. For factor VII and von Willebrand factor,
reduced sample size limited our ability to exclude a small effect.
Although we observed an overall null association of the
rs1229984 A-allele with type 2 diabetes and blood glucose
concentration, a stratified analysis by alcohol consumption
showed that, among heavy drinkers, carriers of the rs1229984
A-allele had lower levels of glucose and a directionally
consistent relationship with type 2 diabetes. It is interesting that
we did not observe a stronger protective association of coronary
heart disease in heavy drinkers for carriers of the ADH1B
variant, as we observed for cardiovascular risk factors. This is
likely to reflect reduced power due to the low number of
coronary heart disease events in the heavy drinking stratum.
The relatively small number of stroke events is an important
limitation, as well as the use of combined stroke subtypes, which
could have obscured some differential associations of alcohol
by pathological or aetiological subtype, as suggested by recent
overviews from observational studies.7 In this context it is
interesting to note than in a subset of studies, we found the
rs1229984 A-allele associated with reduced odds of ischaemic
stroke, but this requires replication.
One of the advantages of a mendelian randomisation study is
that this design is less prone to some of the biases of
observational studies. In contrast to observational analyses that
have shown associations of alcohol with physical activity and
different measures of smoking,32 rs1229984 A-allele was not
associated with physical activity or any of the more precise
measures of smoking exposure (cigarettes/day, pack years, or
cotinine level). However, an association was observed with the
binary ever/never smoking trait, but this was in the opposite
direction to the association with coronary heart disease and is
therefore unlikely to explain the association of rs1229984
A-allele with a reduced risk of coronary heart disease. There
was also some evidence for a difference in years of education,
and, while the size of the effect was small, this requires further
investigation.
Strengths andweaknesses in relation to other
studies
Our findings compare with findings from studies in east Asians,
using the rs671 genetic variant of the aldehyde dehydrogenase
2 gene (ALDH2), that have also shown associations of alcohol
with blood pressure, bodymass index, and non-HDL cholesterol
levels.21 22However, the association with coronary heart disease
events remains unclear since the association of ALDH2 with
coronary heart disease has been analysed only in small
studies.21 22 In contrast to our findings, ALDH2 rs671 has shown
an association with HDL cholesterol levels in individuals of
Asian ancestry.21 In Europeans the ALDH2 rs671 variant is
monomorphic and cannot be used for mendelian randomisation,
and previous studies have therefore used the ADH1B genotype
to investigate the effect of alcohol on cardiovascular disease.20-34
Our results not only replicate findings of ADH1B on blood
pressure and body mass index from smaller data collections,
but expand the number of cardiovascular traits and includemajor
vascular events. Given our large sample size, we are able to
identify associations with other cardiovascular traits (non-HDL
cholesterol, interleukin 6, and C reactive protein), and most
notably we are able to detect for the first time an association
with coronary heart disease.
One feature in common to both ALDH2 and AHD1B for
mendelian randomisation is the use of genetic variants within
loci that encode alcohol metabolising enzymes. In both
examples, genetic variation results in altered exposure to
acetaldehyde, a metabolite of alcohol that causes unpleasant
symptoms, thought to be responsible for the different drinking
behaviour in individuals who possess the alleles.35Thus, a simple
interpretation of a mendelian randomisation analysis using a
genetic variant in an alcohol metabolising enzyme is that it is
akin to a long term randomised trial of more versus less alcohol
exposure.
Meaning of the study: possible explanations
and implications for clinicians and
policymakers and other researchers; how
your study could promote better decisions
These data show that individuals of European descent with a
genetic predisposition to consume less alcohol had a reduced
risk of coronary heart disease and ischaemic stroke, and lower
levels of several established and emerging risk factors for
cardiovascular disease. These findings suggest that reductions
of alcohol consumption, even for light to moderate drinkers,
may be beneficial for cardiovascular health. Our results therefore
challenge the concept of a cardioprotective effect associated
with light to moderate alcohol consumption reported in
observational studies and suggest that this effect may have been
due to residual confounding or selection bias.
Unanswered questions and future research
Although the association of the ADH1B variant with coronary
heart disease is compatible with being null in non-drinkers and
a more pronounced association is seen in drinkers, future access
to large scale population studies such as UKBiobank and China
Kadoorie Biobank Study will help to minimise potential
measurement error in alcohol exposure and provide sufficiently
large numbers of coronary heart disease events to enable
replication of our findings, in particular the analysis stratified
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by alcohol status, but will also allow a more detailed
examination of stroke subtypes.
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What is already known on this topic
Observational studies suggest that consuming alcohol in heavy amounts is deleterious for cardiovascular health, whereas light to
moderate consumption may be protective
However, findings for light to moderate drinkers could be due to unaccounted bias
What this study adds
Use of a genetic approach in an analysis of over 260 000 participants showed that carriers of a variant in the alcohol dehydrogenase
1B gene (ADH1B) associated with less alcohol consumption were found to have a reduced risk of coronary heart disease, and this was
maintained at all levels of alcohol consumption
Under the principles of mendelian randomisation, these findings suggest that reduction of alcohol consumption, even for light to moderate
drinkers, is beneficial for cardiovascular health
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Tables
Table 1| Pooled estimates of association between genetic variant ADH1B rs1229984 (A-allele carriers v non-carriers) and measures of
alcohol consumption. (Summary effect estimates are derived from fixed effects meta-analysis)
I2 value (%)P valueEffect estimate (95% CI)No of studies, cases/individualsAlcohol consumption measure
% differenceLog transformed data*
645.5×10−76−17.22 (−18.86 to −15.55)46, NA/218 969Intake volume (units/week†)
360.028−1.84 (−3.40 to −0.26)15, NA/97 755γ-glutamyltransferase level (U/L)
Odds ratioCategorical data
609.8×10−670.70 (0.68 to 0.73)45, 69 229/222 332Top tertile of alcohol intake
471.4×10−120.78 (0.73 to 0.84)21, 22 198/131 290Binge drinker‡
732.6×10−191.27 (1.21 to 1.34)32, 24 482/189 854Alcohol abstainer‡
NA = not applicable.
*Non-normally distributed variables were natural log transformed and mean differences on the log scale were converted to percentage differences.
†Alcohol units in British units; 1 UK unit = 0.57 US units or 10 mL (7.9 g) ethanol.
‡For definitions of binge drinker and alcohol abstainer, see table S2 in appendix.
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Table 2| Pooled estimates of association between genetic variant ADH1B rs1229984 (A-allele carriers v non-carriers) and cardiovascular
biomarkers in all participants. (Summary effect estimates are derived from fixed effects meta-analysis and are reported asmean differences
unless stated otherwise)
I2 value (%)P valueEffect estimate (95% CI)No of studies, individualsBiomarker
264.1×10−8−0.88 (−1.19 to −0.56)48, 227 559Systolic blood pressure (mm Hg)
Anthropometric measures:
523.4×10−6−0.17 (−0.24 to −0.10)51, 232 570Body mass index (weight (kg)/(height (m)2))
416.2×10−3−0.34 (−0.58 to −0.10)42, 140 923Waist circumference (cm)
Inflammation:
332.90×10−4−5.15 (−7.82 to −2.40)17, 30 950Log transformed interleukin 6 (% difference)*
14.60×10−3−3.40 (−5.68 to −1.05)42, 124 498Log transformed C reactive protein (% difference)*
Lipids:
255.10×10−3−0.03 (−0.05 to −0.01)46, 202 794Non-HDL cholesterol (mmol/L)
368.90×10−41.61 (0.66 to 2.57)46, 205 824Log transformed triglycerides (% difference)*
540.259−0.004 (−0.012 to 0.003)46, 203 440HDL cholesterol (mmol/L)
*Non-normally distributed variables were natural log transformed and mean differences on the log scale were converted to percentage differences.
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Figures
Fig 1 Meta-analysis pooled estimates of the association between ADH1B rs1229984 (A-allele carriers v non-carriers) and
cardiovascular disease biomarkers showing association on crude analysis, stratified by alcohol intake
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Fig 2 Meta-analysis pooled estimates of the association between ADH1B rs1229984 (A-allele carriers v non-carriers) and
coronary heart disease overall, and stratified by alcohol intake
Fig 3 Meta-analysis pooled estimates of the association between ADH1B rs1229984 (A-allele carriers v non-carriers) and
stroke (combined subtypes) and type 2 diabetes overall, and stratified by alcohol intake
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